GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
not rise far above the level of common humanity, although
Ottilie does ultimately achieve a unique distinction.
In another respect the novels and the dramas of Goethe resemble
each other strongly and thus reveal a fundamental quality of his
art. The conflicts which he portrays in both genres are never
solved unless the human beings engaged in these conflicts are
supported by higher powers outside and beyond themselves.
The efforts of Faust and of Iphigenie receive the sanction of a
benevolent deity, and Wilhehn is aided by the Turmgesellschafi.
Where Goethe's characters, however, endeavour to work out
their salvation unassisted by superior forces, they are doomed
to defeat. Werther fails because his conflicts are unrelated to any
higher reality, because every form of life causes him distress.
He feels himself abandoned by nature and ultimately even God
is for him a " Vater, den ich nicht kenne". When Tasso loses the
favour of the Duke and the Princess there is no higher worldly
power to which he can appeal. Antonio is his equal, not his
superior, and Tasso's reconciliation with him enforces, rather
than relieves, his tragic isolation. Die Wahlverwandtschaften is a
tragic novel because the conflict engendered by the "chemical
affinity" between the two pairs of lovers cannot be solved in all its
aspects. No higher reality, not even society, can claim to influence
these characters absolutely, since their love is based on a natural
law which is inescapable and yet contrary to the moral law.
Ottilie alone among them is en rapport with the higher world of
truth and indeed in her case the conflict is solved, whereas in the
case of Eduard, Charlotte and the Captain its solution is inevitably
left in abeyance.
A final point arises in the determination of Goethe's art of
novel-writing. To what extent is the subjective element in his
narrative works a key to their understanding? It is not difficult
to trace their autobiographical origin. In each novel Goethe's
personal experiences form the source of the narrative. But even
where he adheres most closely to life, the result is an artistic
rather than a " confessional" presentation of reality. The first
impetus to the composition of his novels may be sought in
his private experiences, but the composition itself, the artistic